











More	 than	any	other	 ‘Northern’	 country,	 the	United	States	 is	distinctive	 in	 the	degree	 to	
which	 its	 social,	 economic,	and	cultural	development	has	been	entwined	with	 the	global	
South	 from	 the	beginning:	and	we	 cannot	 adequately	understand	 the	 state	of	 crime	and	
punishment	in	the	US	without	taking	that	uniquely	‘Southern’	history	into	account.	In	this	
paper,	I	sketch	some	of	the	dimensions	of	one	crucial	reflection	of	that	Southern	legacy:	the	
extraordinary	 racial	 disparities	 in	 the	 experience	 of	 violent	 death	 between	 African‐
Americans	 and	 Whites.	 These	 disparities	 contribute	 substantially	 to	 radically	 different	
patterns	of	 life	 and	death	between	 the	 races,	 and	 constitute	 a	 genuine	 social	 and	public	
health	 emergency.	 But	 their	 structural	 roots	 remain	 largely	 unaddressed;	 and	 in	 some	
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that	 shared	 more	 in	 common	 with	 the	 slavery‐based	 societies	 of	 the	 wider	 Caribbean‐Latin	














that	 this	 focus	 reflects	only	one	 facet	of	 the	 ‘Southern’	effect	on	crime	and	punishment	 in	 the	
United	States.	The	country	shares	with	some	others	–	notably	Australia,	New	Zealand	and	Canada	





African‐American	 communities,	 in	part	because	 that	 is	where	 the	 impact	 of	America’s	unique	
‘Southern‐ness’	appears	in	its	deadliest	and	most	catastrophic	form.		
	



























reflect	 the	 same	 underlying	 reality:	 the	 continuing	 state	 of	 marginalization	 and	 structural	
oppression	 faced	by	many	black	 communities	 today,	which	 is	 deeply	 rooted	 in	 the	peculiarly	
‘Southern’	 character	 of	 American	 social	 and	 economic	 development.	 We	 find	 it	 easier	 to	

































killing	 every	man,	 woman,	 and	 child:	 that	 is	 the	magnitude	 of	 the	 slow	massacre	 of	 African‐





























Now	 consider	 age.	 In	 the	 United	 States,	 as	 in	 most	 other	 societies	 that	 suffer	 high	 levels	 of	
violence,	it	is	the	young	who	suffer	it	the	most.	And	again,	that	relationship	holds	true	within	every	
racial	group	in	America.	More	than	half	of	all	homicide	deaths	among	black	men	in	America	take	

































































of	 those	years	 from	15	 to	35,	 the	 single	 thing	black	men	are	most	 likely	 to	die	of	 is	 violence.	
Homicide	is	never	the	leading	cause	of	death	for	non‐Hispanic	white	men	at	any	age.	It	rises	to	
fourth	place	for	white	males	for	a	while	during	early	childhood,	and	again	at	ages	15	to	24.	On	
average,	 for	 white	 men	 of	 all	 ages,	 homicide	 ranks	 nineteenth	 among	 causes	 of	 death.	
Considerably	fewer	white	men	die	of	homicide	than	die,	for	example,	from	aortic	aneurisms	or	



























life	 lost,	because	people	 tend	to	die	of	heart	disease	at	relatively	older	ages,	 thus	 losing	 fewer	
‘potential’	years	of	life	when	they	do	die.	Instead,	the	biggest	culprit	for	YPLL	is	what	public	health	
statisticians	call	‘unintentional	injuries’,	a	broad	category	that	includes	accidents	–	notably	motor	




















to	violence.	For	white	men,	 that	 figure	 is	 less	 than	one	 in	50.	During	 the	 twenty‐first	 century,	









As	I	have	said,	only	about	one	 in	50	years	of	 life	 lost	prematurely	among	white	men	is	 lost	 to	







in	many	ways,	 inadequate	 tool	when	we	 are	 trying	 to	understand	 something	 as	 complex	 and	
humanly	 significant	 as	 the	 impact	 of	 violence	 on	 the	 lives	 of	 individuals	 and	 the	 fabric	 of	
communities.	 But	what	we	 are	 seeing	here	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 YPLL	 is	 nothing	 less	 than	 the	


















white	 American	men	 had	 been	murdered,	 there	would	 have	 been	 a	 huge	 outcry	 and	 a	 vocal	
demand	that	something	be	done.	Yet	the	violent	deaths	of	more	than	80,000	young	black	men	










wrap	our	minds	around	the	 idea	that	 these	 individual	acts	are	the	complex	and	often	indirect	














are	 by	 now	 depressingly	 predicable.	 They	 are	 invariably	 places	 that	 have	 been	 especially	
devastated	by	the	harsh	underside	of	America’s	partly	 ‘Southern’	pattern	of	development.	The	
highest	urban	homicide	 rate	 in	2013	 in	 the	United	States	among	cities	of	reasonable	 size	was	


























communities	 to	 face	up	 to	 these	 issues,	 even	people	who	are	generally	 concerned	with	 social	
justice,	and	even	people	whose	job	it	is	to	study	violent	crime.	Part	of	the	problem	is	that	some	
people	are	paralyzed	by	the	worry	that,	if	we	call	attention	to	the	scope	of	violent	death	in	black	
communities,	 we	will	 be	 ‘pathologizing’	 those	 communities	 and	 feeding	 negative	 stereotypes	
about	people	of	color;	in	particular,	demonizing	the	young	men	who	are	both	the	most	frequent	
perpetrators	 of	 violence	 and	 its	 most	 frequent	 victims.	 The	 concern	 is	 understandable:	 the	
negative	stereotypes	about	blacks	and	crime	in	America	(as	in	many	other	countries)	are	very	












American	 communities	 is	 largely	 a	 social	 construction	 (Murakawa	 2014).	 Some	 of	 this	
scholarship	 has	 been	 fairly	 good	 at	 describing	 the	 racial	 inequalities	 in	 our	 criminal	 justice	



































I	won’t	go	 into	detail	 about	 those	choices	here,	but	 the	historical	 record	 is	unambiguous.	The	
context	of	post‐Civil	War	communal	violence	in	the	black	communities	of	the	United	States	begins	
with	 the	 retreat	 of	 the	 federal	 government	 from	 its	 embryonic	 efforts	 at	 racially	 equitable	
economic	development	and	 land	reform	in	 the	era	of	Reconstruction.	That	enormously	 fateful	
choice	left	Southern	blacks	landless	and	without	stable	sources	of	livelihood,	and	rendered	them	
dependent	on	the	shifting	labor	needs	of	white	employers,	who	rapidly	restored	a	system	of	labor	




practice	 of	 convict	 leasing,	 through	 which	 local	 authorities	 routinely	 rounded	 up	 tens	 of	
thousands	of	blacks	on	vagrancy	charges	and	other	minor	and/or	vaguely	defined	offenses	and	





in	 the	 current	 crisis	 of	 violent	 crime	 within	 black	 communities	 is	 rarely	 discussed	 by	
criminologists,	 but	 it	 had	 two	major	 effects	 that	 have	 resonated	 to	 this	day.1	This	 specifically	
‘Southern’	reign	of	public	and	private	violence	and	repression	was	a	central	pillar	of	the	successful	
social	and	economic	subordination	of	African‐Americans	after	the	formal	end	of	slavery,	brutally	
enforcing	 harsh	 racial	 disparities	 in	 poverty	 and	 economic	 insecurity	 that,	 in	 the	 absence	 of	
national	 action	 on	 a	 scale	 sufficient	 to	 alter	 it,	 have	 been	 a	 defining	 feature	 of	 the	 African‐
American	experience,	North	and	South,	ever	since.	At	 the	same	time,	 it	arguably	provided	the	
template	 for	 the	 vast	 expansion	 of	 mass	 incarceration	 in	 America	 after	 the	 early	 1970s,	 by	











African‐Americans	 –	 out	 of	 the	 Social	 Security	 program	 for	 retirees	 and	 the	 unemployment	















black	 workers.	 Had	 the	 bill	 passed	 in	 anything	 like	 its	 original	 form,	 post‐war	 economic	














the	 explanation	 surely	 involves	 the	 historical	 ability	 of	 American	 employers	 and	white	 elites	
generally	to	weaken	class	solidarity	by	pitting	white	workers	against	black,	a	practice	that	was	a	
particularly	prominent	feature	of	the	post‐Civil	War	industrialization	of	the	American	South.	This	
has	 meant	 that	 the	 kinds	 of	 deep	 structural	 measures	 that	 might	 have	 alleviated	 the	








history	 necessitates.	 Obviously,	 that	 is	 a	 formidable	 task	 and	 one	 that	 has	 been	 made	 more	
difficult	 by	 several	 adverse	 developments	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in	 recent	 years.	 One	 is	 the	
continuing	 shrinkage	of	 opportunities	 for	 steady	 and	 sustaining	work	 –	 the	product	 of	 global	
wage	competition,	 technological	 change,	 the	ongoing	decimation	of	public	 sector	employment	
and,	 especially	 since	 the	 recession	 of	 the	 early	 twenty‐first	 century,	 the	 reluctance	 of	 private	
employers	to	 invest	in	 job	creation.	Another	is	the	devastating	impact	of	mass	 incarceration	–	










the	political	balance	 in	ways	that	bode	well	 for	the	prospects	of	 finally	challenging	the	deeply	
entrenched	forces	that	contribute	to	endemic	violence	in	black	communities.	There	is	a	budding,	
if	still	fragmented,	movement	against	the	extremes	of	economic	inequality	and	heedless	austerity	





targeted	 policing.	 And	 there	 is	 a	 much	 broader	 willingness,	 especially	 among	 the	 young,	 to	
confront	the	meaning	and	consequences	of	the	country’s	long	legacy	of	racial	oppression.	
	
None	 of	 this	 makes	 the	 task	 easy,	 because	 there	 are	 equally	 powerful	 forces	 working	 to	
perpetuate	 the	 conditions	 that	 undermine	 opportunity,	 dignity	 and	 security	 in	 many	 black	
communities.	I	think	we	have	to	acknowledge	the	hard	reality	that,	from	the	perspective	of	too	
many	of	 the	people	now	running	 the	economy	and	 the	polity	 in	 the	United	 States,	black	 lives	
actually	don’t	matter,	at	least,	not	all	black	lives,	and	not	very	much.	They	don’t	matter	very	much	
because	from	the	standpoint	of	the	imperatives	of	our	heedless	global	economy	they	are	relatively	










More	 than	a	 century	ago	 the	great	African‐American	 scholar	 and	activist	WEB	DuBois	 (1967)	
wrote	about	crime	and	race	in	Philadelphia,	the	city	where	he	conducted	one	of	the	first	really	






























If	 in	the	heyday	of	 the	greatest	of	 the	world’s	civilizations,	 it	 is	possible	 for	one	
people	…	[to]	slowly	murder	[another]	by	economic	and	social	exclusion	until	they	
disappear	 from	 the	 face	 of	 the	 earth	 –	 if	 the	 consummation	of	 such	 a	 crime	be	
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possible	in	the	twentieth	century,	then	our	civilization	is	vain	and	the	republic	is	a	
mockery	and	a	farce.	(DuBois	1967:	388)	
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1	The	distinctive	pattern	of	private	and	official	violence	in	the	American	South	also	probably	had	a	shaping	influence	
on	 the	overall	American	pattern	of	gun	ownership	and	gun	violence,	which	also	sharply	distinguishes	 the	United	
States	from	other	‘Northern’	nations.	That	connection	is	sufficiently	complex	to	require	a	treatment	of	its	own.	
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